Peopleoftenbelieve thatthefeelingsandemotionsthey
experience are caused by external events, situations, and the
behaviour of others. For example, we might hear ourselves
say, “My partnermademesoangry,” “Mybossmademeso
nervous,” “This trip down south made me feel sorelaxed,”
or “I’mdepressed becausel didn’t get the joblwanted.”
What is the assumption underlying these statements? That
someone orsomethingother than ourselves wasdirectly
determining the feelings we experienced. However, if we
stop to analyse the process that links an external situation
to our emotional responses, we will find that there is a step
in between.

What Influences My Feelings?

how you-Tfeel

remember that feelings are not thoughts. Forexample, you
might hearapersonsaying “l thinkl’manxious,” but they’re
probably thinking “Everyone will laugh at me,” and feel
anxious. More commonly, you might hear someone saying
somethinglike “l feel that my boyfriend doesn’t appreciate
the gift I bought for him,” when they are actually thinking
“My boyfriend doesn’tappreciate the gift Ibought forhim,”
and feel hurt.

Unhelpful Thinking Styles

What really makes us feel and respond the way

we do, is not the situation or the words and
actions of another person, but how we perceive
that situation or that person’s actions. Itisour
thoughts and beliefs about an event that significantly
influences our feelings andactions.

Here’s an example. Suppose you went to a party and your
host introduces you to Mike. As you talk to him, you notice
that he does not look directly at you but often looks around
the room. How would you feel if you thought, “Boy, this
guy is sorude! He won’t even look at me while I’m talking
with him! How nasty!” What if you thought, “Mike must
think that I’'mreally unattractive and uninteresting. Imust
be a really boring person. Nobody wants to talk to me!”
What about if you were to think, “Mike’s probably waiting
for a friend to come. Maybe he’s getting a bit anxious.”
You probablyrealised that youfelt three differentemotions
asaresult of those three different thoughts. Often, we are
notawareof ourthoughtsandbeliefsbecause theyareso
automatic and happen quickly. But theyare there, and they
affect the way wefeel.

Why do | feel distressed?

What sorts of thoughts are unhelpful? Unhelpful thoughts
are those that tend to focus on the negative aspectsof a
situation, or those that overestimate the chances of a
negative event occurring, or those that place unrealistic
demands on yourself or others. These are also often
known as unhelpful thinking styles because they are patterns
of thinking that have become a habit and contribute toa
person feeling unhelpful negative feelings.

What Can | Do?

We’ve talked about the way our thoughts affect how we
feel. If wearefeelinghappyandexcited, chancesarewe
havebeen thinking positive thoughtsand about positive
things. On the other hand, if we are feeling anxious,
depressed, andupset, itisvery likely that we have been
thinking negative thoughts. We call these unhelpful thoughts

(simply because they lead to unpleasant feelings or unhelpful
actions!). All of us, at times, think things that make us feel
sad or anxious, and that is anormal part of life. However, if
you often feel distressed or upset, you might need to
examineyour thinkingin order toimprove howyoufeel.

Feelings are not Thoughts

Whenwefirst try todistinguish thoughts fromfeelings, it

can be easy to confuse them. We might be used to talking
about thoughts andfeelings as being part of the same
experience, butitismorehelpful toseparatethemand

Plenty! There are lots of things you can do to help yourself
feel better, and this next suggestion has been proven tobe
pretty effective. If unhelpful thoughtslead todistressing
emotions, then it might be quite reasonable tosay that the
most effective thing to do would be to change those
unhelpful thoughts to helpful ones! Yeah? Okay, so, how
can you do that?

First, identifyhoworwhatyouarefeeling. Then, ask
yourself “What am I thinking? What conclusionsam|
making?” to see how andwhyyou are feeling distressed.
Remember, unhelpful thoughts will lead to you feeling
upsetting emotions.

The next step is to challenge your thinking by
exploring other possible explanations and looking at D
asituation from different points of view. You might °
ask yourself, “What other ways are there of viewing
thissituation? How might someone else view this

situation? What other explanations could there be?”

The final step is to ask yourself, “How can | revise my
original thoughts to take into account these other possible
viewpoints?” Then, think of an alternative explanation. This
becomes your new, balanced, and helpful thought. A
balancedand helpful thought or belief isone that takes into
considerationalternativeviewpointsand helpsyoufeel
better. Replace your original, unhelpful thought with this
new, balanced, andhelpful belief. Onceyouhave donethis,
youwill probably find thatyoufeel betterandyour mood
will be improved.
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